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In 1989 David Harlan warned historians in the American Historical Review 
10 pay attention to the hurricane winds of postmodemi sm furiously threatening 
the shores of the historical profession. In "Intel lectual HislOry and the Return o f 
Literature," Harlan railed against what he considered the rather dogmatic insis­
tenceofhistorians on narrowly contextualis! practice, unexamined and simplistic 
assumptions about the role of narration, and dated notions about authorial 
intentionality_ For HarJan, " literature has returned to history, unfurling hereireus 
s ilks ofmetaphor and allegory, misprision and aporia, (race and sign, demanding 
that hiSlOrians accept her mocking presence." This hauntingly triumphal "return 
of literature," Harlan concl uded, " has plunged historical studies into an extended 
epistemological crisis. "I 
Harlan's jeremiad did not go unanswered at the time, and since publication 
it has become someth ing like a foundational text for citation as historians slowly 
stick their heads out of the sands of past historical practice to consider more fully 
the implicat ions ofJiterature and postmodemism. In response to Harlan, Dav id A. 
Hollinger called for a middle-ground approach while recognizing many of the 
important implications of postmodernism for traditional history. But Hollinger 
did nOi find that the return of literature orthe increased penetration of theory into 
historical discourse must necessarily banish from the historical kingdom tradi­
tional methods of historical analysis dependent upon context, authorial intention, 
or narration. Instead . Hollingerposited a plurality ofapproaches that would, in the 
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tradition of American pragmatism, be evaluated less on the basis of theoretical 
grandeur or novelty than on exactly how well such new methods enriched the 
monographic literature that constituted historical practice,2 
Most recently, in the pages ofAmerican Studies, Saul Cornell, Barry Shank, 
Nancy Isenberg, and Jonathan Arac have returned to these issues, with sophisti­
cation and nuance, but still without considering how the development ofcomput­
ers and computer programs such as Hypertext might not only be postmodern, but 
in what manner they might pose new challenges or develOp new exemplifications 
of the postmodernist condition-for good or ill. Cornell, in particu lar, is to be 
congratulated for at least posing thequeslion about how Hypertext might be able 
to create "a truly post-modem narrative.") 
To be sure, Hypertext can create such a narrative, and in the process it may 
serve 10 shed necessary light on Harlan's postmodemist vision. With the intro­
duction of Hypertext computer programs, the memory capacity of CD-ROM 
[computer disk-read only memory] , and the increasing scope of Internet and 
World Wide Web, the postmodernist universe that Harlan imagined and cel­
ebrated, may actually be upon us. Would it be helpful to jump fu lly into the 
churning waters of the Hypertext, computer information world to gain a sense of 
perspective on the debate, to see perhaps if issues ofconcern to those in American 
Studies might be comprehended in a different manner? 
Hypertext computer programs have been fi rmly situated, at least theoreti­
cally, wilhin the mainstream of postmodemism. Hypertext promotes, in the 
words of its most important humanities academic proponent, George Landow, the 
abandonment of"center, margin, hierarchy, and linearity" and replaces them with 
the postmorlernist icons of multiplicity, open-endedness, and non-sequentiality. 
The technological implications of Hypertext are to be the final nails in the coffin 
of the ideal of the author and the tyranny of narrative structure. In fact. it is hardly 
unusual fort hose writing about Hypertex t to see it as inaugurating a new paradigm 
or technological revolution with effects similar to those first introduced by the 
printing press on oral traditions and ways of understanding and communicating. 
Within a generation or two, some imagine. our minds' abi lity to organize and 
process data will no longer resemble what it is at present.4 In one of the more 
stiffing renditions of this song of change, Sherry Turkledeclares that "Computers 
embody postmodern theory and bring it down to earth;" furthermore, cyberspace 
and hypertext lcchnologies make "more complex" and may also obliterate "old 
distinctions between what is specifically human and specifi cally lcchnological."s 
All of this from a computer program such as Hypertext? It might be 
necessary at this point to pause 10' approach the question: What is Hypertext? 
Hypertext is a general tenn that captures how a computer program can effectively 
and massively revise the way we organize and look at lext, and in tum how we 
think about it. Hypertext organizes data into units. called lexia or nodes; each of 
these units contains varying amounts of data, from what would be the lext 
inscribed on a small index card to the entire text of Finnegan's Wake. These data 
units are relational or can be, one to another. but not in the mannerof a traditional 
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Figure 1: From Socrates ill the Labyrillth: Hypertext, Argument, Phi· 
losophy, by David Kolb, copyright © 1994. A map view, showing some 
of the many interlinked writing spaces of the work. 
computer directory, which is organized schematically as a tree with a central 
directory that branches out into discrete sub-units or fi les. The levels of data 
available through Hypertext programs and through CD-ROM are immense, 
immediately retrievable, and easi ly combined or displayed alongside one an· 
other. In addition, with the ability of the computer instantaneously to control or 
transform the typeface and position of data, the reader, in effect, destroys or 
effaces the traditional line between significant text and minor text, such as 
footnote . All data is grist for the mi ll of computational examination and recom­
bination. 
As information sources (not limited to the wri tten word, it must be empha­
sized, but including illustrations, video or fil m, and music), Hypertext program­
ming can bring forth all sorts of information in untold combinations and in 
amazing quantities. While at first glance Hypertext materials might resemble 
traditional research and reading practices, they actually move such endeavors 
onto another plane. Consider, for example, how a Hypertext program dealing with 
Ralph Ellison's classic novel, Invisible Mall (1952) might func tion. First, the 
network would obviously contain the complete text of the novel, as well as the 
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new introduction that Ell ison composed in 1981. Here there is little todistinguish 
the computer version from the Modern Library reprint. But if the text were 
organized in Hypertext fashion, then the number of possibilities for researching 
and reth inking the text and its parts would rise exponentially. No longer confined 
to the text, the reader could stop at particular words or phrases, double click the 
mouse and fi nd take-off points where additional information sources might be 
found. Thus, for instance, in reading the chapter on Trueblood, the "disgraced" 
sharecropper who meets up with the Invisible Man early in the novel, the reader 
mightjumpoffimo other data bases to find information on incest, philanthropists, 
tenant farming practices, and blues idiom. Since the language and content of the 
blues is central to the chapter, the reader might suddenly find him- or herself not 
confined to a footnote or phrase at the bottom of the traditional page citing 
Houston Baker's analysis of Ellison's chapter in his Blues, Ideology, and Afro­
American Literalllre (1984) but to the entire text. Through links to other 
information sources, vast quantities of material on the blues or on how the blues 
have been represented in other novels could be perused. In Hypertext, one need 
not beconfined to the written word. For, while on thisjoumey imo the blues, the 
" reader" cou ld enter into Jeff Todd Tilton's Worlds ofMusic where on a single 
screen one encounters a movie animation of the Reverend C. L. Franklin 
perform ing a gospel number, the lyrics, as well as an analysis of the lyrics and a 
history of the blues or gospel mode of expression in Afro-American culture.6 ff 
these still constituted an insufficient amount of information, then the fully 
annotated Hypermeuia program could launch the reader imo the two collections 
of Ellison ' s collected writings, with immediate access to all his locutions on the 
blues. And further Hypermedia forays could suddenly propel the reader into a 
lexia where Jimmy Rush ing's singing might be heard while reading Ellison's 
commenls about how important a figure Rushing was in his early years. 
One might protest that such a research plunge into the multi-dimensionality 
of Ellison's text might easily be accomplished by traditional means-one 
imagines a student in the stacks of the library in the section where Ellison's books 
are to be found, perusing the material in quick fashion. But there are quantitative 
differences that transform themselves into qualitative differences. After all, the 
material in the Hypertext program is immediately available as original texts, but 
also as music and animation, as well as providing install! access to archival 
material on the blue~ generally. The theoretically possible collection of diverse 
mat.erial by the individual in the library is in Hypertext or CD-ROM multi-media, 
hyper-extenuated, making possible the spinning of an immense webofinforma­
tion, not limited to the size of the desk upon which malerials are to be spread nor 
to the holdings of a particular library. Here the analyst of Ellison, with a 
sufficiently full Hypertext program and links to materials from around the world 
is in the position of traveling in a Porsche in comparison with a pogo stick. 
Historians are in practice already turning to CD-ROM Hypertext programs 
to good effect, although without jettisoning traditional aspects of book organiza­
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tion. The CD-ROM version of" Who Built America?," as described by two of its 
authors, greatly increases the amount of material immediately accessible to the 
student, includ ing full-length books to be consulted for context on turn-of- the­
century America. The computer technology makes word searches instanta­
neously accomplishable, and allows the reader 10 shift around from one subject 
to another within the available database. Finally, the authors note the obvious 
advantages of audio- and film documents in the CD-ROM version that cannot be 
present in the printed text.7 And asGeorgeLandow'sclassesat Brown University 
have proven, and as other seminars organized in Hypertext fashion around the 
counlry are indicating, the material that is shared by users of the network (The 
III Memoriam web) increases in size as each student adds to its database and as 
each student's paper becomes part of the web. The subject matter for analysis is 
thus part of an extended conversation ordia]ogue, out of which newconnections 
and understandings naturally ensue.~ 
Philosophers are also beginning 10 write in a Hypertexlual mode. David 
Kolb's Socrates in the Labyrillth is a well modu lated consideration, composed in 
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Figure 2: From Socrates ill the Labyn"nt": Hypertext, Argumellt, Phi­
losophy, by David Kolb, copyright © 1994. Two Storyspace windows, 
one showing a ma p view of a small portion of the work, the other 
showing the text within one writing space. 
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Hypertext fonnat, about the possibilities for the practice of philosophy offered by 
the new technology. His text is indeed a labyrinth that constantly presems the 
reader with take~off poi nts for different explorations into the philosophical 
consequences of Hypertext. Whi le Kolb clearly celebrates the postmodernist 
intentions and challenges of Hypertext, he chooses not 10 leave the reader in a 
wasteland of random transitions. But despite his authorial intentions to limit 
movement ad nauseum, reading his text is aki n to riding on a roller coaster, futl 
of thrills but also quite frighten ing, at times.9 
The amount of material, its various forms, and the ability of the reader to 
choose where to pursue links within links, thus leading away from the original 
texl, promises and promotes an active reader and the possibility of ever new 
connections being developed through abrupt j uxtapositions (perhaps the ultimate 
form of mechanical reproduction imagined by Walter Benjamin to break down 
the aura around the work of art) and hence to gain "profane illumination." Thus, 
in a sense, the hypertexter may be said to navigate through data, much like the 
flfilleur image that Benjamin made central to his own work. In fact, Hypertext 
data, strung along in a manner of the reader's own choosing, might resemble 
Benjamin's famous desire to have a collection of quotes, without transitional or 
introductory material, whose presence would, in and of themselves, as fragments, 
jar the reader out of the familiar and into the esoteric realm of illumination and 
liberation.1o Quotes could be shuffled into multiple, self-sustaining relations, in 
surrealistic fashion. Even the tyranny of the page number, the domination of 
sequentiality and linearity, would, obviously in Hypertext, no longer have the 
power to direct attemion and to define meaning. 
Fiction~writing (and there is no reason to suppose that other fonns of 
exposition wou ld be any differently effected) in the Hypertext mode resembles 
what has already been hinted at by works such as Joyce's Finnegan's Wake, 
Borges's labyrimhine inventions, or in Milorad Pavic's brilliam recem novel, The 
DictiolJary ofthe Khazars. In Pavic's work, there are three separate texts, each 
organized inlO discrete sections, with the reader cordially invited to enter into the 
text at any point desired. Not only is entry unrestricted, but the book exists in two 
distinct versions, one called "male" the other "female."11 But even with Pavic's 
intense experimentalism in the fonn and substance of fiction, the shuffl ing of his 
text is still limited and constrained by the ingrained nature of the bound volume. 
Under the reign of Hypertext, the text will be opened up in a variety of ways and 
at many levels. This means that one could-{)r must-begin reading a novel in 
Hypertext at an arbitrary point, or by a command , begin at what is the presumed 
"beginning." In either case, the reader might retain the option, at a particular 
anchor, to continue with the "preexisting" or specially created linear development 
as envisaged by the "author" of the text or to branch out by goi ng into a data node 
that wi ll be linked to other nodes without necessary, only conti ngent relation­
ships. As one creates a path within the text, one in essence co-authors or re-authors 
the novel. 
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This can be illustrated by looking at what is perhaps the most famous 
Hypertext novel Afternoon, A Srory (1987) by Michael Joyce. The novel has 539 
nodes and 951 links.ll One begins this novel in traditional manner, at the 
beginning: "I lry to recall winter, <As ifit were yesterday?> she says, but I do not 
signify one way or another." To not signify is, of course, one of the contested 
poi nts of this novel, or at least to signify in a multiple fashion. The material that 
is bracketed can be double clicked leading into new nodes or paths that the novel 
might take, but other words or phrases that can be jump-off points to new paths 
are not indicated. To be sure, one can read the novel "straight through" on 33 
screen pages, but to do so is only to read part of the novel. Much of the interest 
of the piece, really a type of mystery story, concerns whether the main character, 
Peter, has actually seen his wife and son sprawled dead on the side of the road 
while he was driving to work. By clicking at various points in the text,the reader 
in effect creates a particular reading. While theoretically the number of readings 
are limited by Joyce's program, the paths are multiple almost to the point of 
inexhaustion. Thus, as the infonnational page to the novel tells the reader, ''The 
story exists at several levels and changes according to decisions you make. A text 
you may have seen previously may be followed by something new, according to 
a choice you make or already have made during any given reading." Eventually, 
albeit along different paths,and hence different read ings, the reader comes to "a" 
conclusion: "I do not call the hospital. I take a pi ll and call Lolly." But here the 
conclusion is only cause to return to the text for a different path that might shed 
light. while always ult imately remaining in the dark on its own possibilities. l] 
While one begins Joyce's novel at a predesignated point of entry, other 
Hypertext novels and poems resist the notion of a starting point. They scramble 
themselves at each reading so that the possibility of ever mastering the text is 
unhinged, since there is no master text to be mastered! Closure is no longer a 
possibility just as it is avoided in the manner of a John Cage ." Chi ng" 
composition. Thus the multiplicity of the text, the play of the words that Jacques 
Derrida and others tease out of the text, would be the essential and defi ning 
property of Hypertext. Even more playful or outlandish in this postmodemist 
vein, perhaps, is cyberpunk author William Gibson's Agrippa: A Book of the 
Dead (1992) which can only be read on the computer screen, once. The text self­
destructs as it quickly scrolls by the reader. This first edi tion is disposable and 
non-recoverable. In the words of one of its "readers," th is work "exposes the 
inherent instability of the metaphysical concept of 'the text itself. '''I~ 
Hypertext speaks in Ihe same postmodern, literary rhetoric that Harlan 
intoned in his seminal essay and {hat Barry Shank summons forth in his analysis 
that appeared in Americall Srudies. With unlimited data avai lable, with more 
easily added by hooking into expanding data bases, with Hypertext programs at 
hand that allow for annotation of exisling texts and for changing or adding nodes 
and links, the reader becomes nOI simply the author or co-author, but the navigator 
facing an endless ocean of contexl and connections. 
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Figure 3: From Socrates jlJ the Labyrillth: Hypertext, Argllment, Phi· 
losophy, by David Kolb, copyright © 1994. A complete " typical" com­
puter screen, showing several related text spaces along with the 
Storyspace palette and menu bar. 
Imagine what this might mean for the contextual possibilities of writi ng 
history. Harlan's claim that contextualisrn is without basis (at least in the sense 
ofone context having a foundational, essentialist priority over another context in 
terms of explain ing any text or event) and that different genealogies can be 
summoned, according to the purposes of the wri ter is exemplified in the 
Hypertext program where hundreds (or at leas t a baker's dozen) of 
c0111exlUalizations might be called onto the screen often simu ltaneously and 
always relational1y. thus without hierarchical anxiety ass igned to one piece of 
data as opposed to another. The more nodes and li nks, the morethespiral expands. 
on and on and on. How. then. to rest comfortably in a sense that one has ever 
exhausted the contextual possibilities? The apparent answer, music to Harlan's 
ears, is that the conlextual ist is forced 10 follow the links until caught in a 
poisonous spider web of sticky connections. The traditionalist historian is left 
onl y with the resolve that all who enter into the gates of context must abandon 
hope of finding it, at least in any si ngular, authorized version. 
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So. too, the idea that the text is there to be used, twisted and turned 10 the 
author's will and present concerns, an idea central to Michel Foucault. Richard 
Rony and Harlan. becomes obvious in the Hypertext world. If Foucault once said 
that his desire in reading Nietzsche is to make his text "groan" under his 
interpretive whip, then in Hypertext, Nietzsche wi ll no longer be heard groaning, 
as the innovative reader juggles his text around, reassembles it, and even 
annotates or rewri tes it.1j There is no reason why the computationally sophisti­
cated individual cannot revise data on Hypertext programs; indeed, in time, CD­
ROM will be more than only readable but also revisable. This is quite different 
from an engaged readerannotaling a page of text with marginal comments. In the 
new Hypenext world, the annotations will be as much a panofthe networked text 
as the original material. And all, as noted before. computer-generated material 
can be reformaned so that distinctions between the scrawl of handwritten 
marginalia and the authority of a typeset page are no longer apparent. As 
informational system users become networked wilh others interested in the 
malerial, the numberof individuals laying hands on the original, if such a concept 
can even be said loremain meaningfu l, is mult iplied endlessly. The lines between 
text and context, author and reader, original and revision are no longer blurred, 
they are obliterated! Perhaps Richard Rorty's recent response 10 UmberlO Eco's 
plea for limitations on interpretation. against the "over-interpretation" of a text, 
might have been phrased in the language of Hypert ext just as easi ly as the imagery 
ofart. As Rorty proclaimed: " I should think thata text just has whatevercoherence 
it happened to acquire during the last roll of the henneneutic wheel,just as a lump 
of clay only has whatever coherence it happened to pick up at the last turn of the 
poHer's wheel. "16 In Hypertext termi nology, textual coherence is only a function 
of the paths followed, of the shufflings pursued, but in both cases the possibilities 
are imaginatively unlimited and not easily hierarchicalized. 
The Hypertext world is, ipso fac to, the Ronyean world of redescription, 
endless creativity. In one sense, it resembles his sainted private realm, where the 
creative individual works at home alone, redescribing, wandering. and playfully 
engaging data bases. Through such rambling, new narrations and identities are 
created al each and every moment. And in this scurrying aboUi the Hypertext 
world, the individual fo llows the Rortyean injunction to avoid inflicting pain on 
others. for. at least in theory. individual narrations and redescri ptions remain 
private. a matter of conversation only between the individual and his or her 
computer. But the possibility of community, understood by Rony as constituted 
by (hose who share cullural and linguistic affinities, also can be realized in the 
Hypenex( universe. Computer links are established and information is exchanged 
on bulletin boards that are perhaps the apotheosis ofRorty' s notion ofan extended 
conversation or of Jurgen Habermas' ideal of participatory democracy through 
communicative reason.1 7 
The whirl of possibility is intoxicating. but what are the next morning's 
effects of th is heady brew? I would suggest that they might be sobering and. after 
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the hangover wears off, constitute the stuff that actual!y makes Hypertext 
amenable to more traditional and constrained acts of interpretation without 
banishing, as Harlan fears, the non-contextualist to the sidel ines of the profession 
or to the ultimate horror-a locked computer keyboard. 
While in a state of excitement about Hypertext I asked my next- door 
neighbor, an engineer with vast knowledge of computing, about the program as 
concept and real ity and about its future possibilities. With the kind of raised 
eyebrows that scientists sometimes love to show in the presence of those of us 
from the humanities, he said that Hypertext was largely a bust, a promise less than 
fulfil!ed, even with the next stage ofCD-ROM, multi-media programs available. 
"Well, how could that possibly be?," I asked, worryi nglhat his technical response 
would not becomprehensible to me. Thankfully, observing the engineer's law of 
Ockham's razor, he simply noted "who needs so much information?" My 
neighbor is notalone in his skepticism. Hypertext designers note that while webs 
allow for deep exploration, the time required to wander about in a program can 
becomedisproportionale to theamount and value of the knowledge accessed. In 
other words, as those familiar with Hypertext sometimes phrase it, one can get lost 
in "hyperspace," after jumping around from link to link to link. 
. 
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Figure 4: Title page of The Electioll of 1912, by Ma rk Bernstein and 
Erin Sweeney, copyright © 1988, 1993. 
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ELECTION OF 
A hypertext ,tudy of the Progre"ive Era 
by Mark Bernstein and Erin Sweeney 
tachllo!0I\:Y of 
Inc. 
The immense amounts of material available through computer networks 
might make an energetic, modem Von Ranke's mouth water at the thought of a 
universal history. Without structure, with infinite possibil ities, the Hypertext 
world can only sadly mimic VonRanke'sdesktopstrewn with note cards, waiting 
for the inspiration and energy to transform them into that long vaunted, yet ever 
elusive ideal, " the past as it really and fully was."11 Yet, despite these problems, 
Hypertext can be valuable to the historian, and to American SlUdies scholars, by 
doing a host ofother things. And these other chores may aClUal ly he lp to su pport 
some of the imperatives that Hollinger holds in the American Historical Review 
essay without destroying Harlan's ideals. 
On the simplest level, the Hypertext program could easily, as in the fic tion 
of Michael Joyce, set up the familiar "WHAT IF" questions, such as "What if 
Booth had not assassinated Lincoln?" or "What if the United States had not 
dropped atomic bombs on JapanT' Eastgate Systems, the leading company in 
Hypertext software, already has a program called "Election of 19 12," which 
allows for simulation of the election by students. Students work to organize the 
campaign of a particular candidate in different states, with access to immense 
amounts of relevant data. In the process of " re-imagining" the election, the 
participant learns and also recognizes the multiplicity offactors that infl uence the 
electoral process. 
Simulations, and "what if' questions and scenarios can sometimes be banal, 
to be sure. But they can also be interesting. As Milan Kundera once put it, "the 
only truly serious questions are ones that even a child can formulate. They are the 
questions with no answers .... that set the limits of human possibilities, describe 
the boundaries of human existence."19 These questions and others, pursued 
through Hypertext, may effectively open up the reader and student to the 
contingency of history (a thought dear 10 postmodemists such as RoTty). And, 
most importantly perhaps, they also indicate that behind every "WHAT [P' there 
must be a "WHAT WAS" that is a benchmark, or, dare I use the word, even a 
necessary foundat ion. But these are pure speculations, plays on the American 
phi losopher Josiah Royce's logical argument for Truth on the basis of the 
conceptualization oferror.2O Vet, although Hypertext might, ifonc pushes it a bit. 
flirt with ideals of truth. it most importantly allows us to considcr a pluralistic 
universe teeming with options, if only we, in Jamesian tenns, accept our 
responsibility for engaging the universe in a strenuous manner. 
If postmodemism questions the contextualist for limiling choices or 
deprioritizing different approaches to historical knowledge, then the Hypertext 
program allows the contextualist to foUow his or her calling with abandon. But 
abandon has ironic consequences. As mentioned earlier, with abundant data and 
endless stri ng of contexts available, contextualizations pile up, one on top or 
beside one another until one is lost in contextual hyperspace. This might, as 
Harlan suggests in a slightly d ifferent context, undennine the very logic of the 
pursuit of context. Yet it might just as well drive home the necessi ty of 
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constructing a narrative tructure or a path or skeleton that might help to anchor
hi torical knowledge. This bring u back to the que tion of hierarchy and
authority, which Hypertext programs are often een as challenging. To be ure.
Hypertext programs are not without their own logic or hierarchy. After all,
someone has to program it and there are IiInits to the number of Iinks thatonecan
follow. Mo 't programs also are endowed with a "return to previous screen"so
that th wanderer can retrace, piece by piece, his or her path back to omepoint
of origin. But this is a slow process. More neces ary wouJd be a return paththat
might, borrowing from John Dew y, be called WACKO, standing forWarranted
ertibility Control Key Option. It is to be written into the program, and tamper
proof for all but the mo t accomplished of computer programmers. Itallowsthe
user of the program to return to some baseline or launching pad prior to flight of
conrextualizati n or shuffling of data. Of cour e, thi ba eline (dare oneposit
historical truth, or at least a consensual paradigm of some sort) would beopento
question and debate, but it would serve as a place where the hi torian couldrest
comfortably up n the weight of hi. torical knowledge and interpretation a
presently constituted.
Rather than deadening the value of contextualization, Hypertext might
actually force all to admit that within the rnael rrom of limitless pas ibilitiesof
context there are some that do, indeed, for a host of discernable and supportabl
reasons, appear to be superior to others. And that i not necessarily ucha bad
thing. A t the same time, by offeri ng di fferent Iinks b tween event andcontext,the
Hypertext program retains the creativity that Harlan and Rorty prize. It is a
creativity unconstrained because of the infinite po sibilitie open to the reader,
but restrainable by the non-tarnperable WACKO key or time line that i alway
on the screen or quickly summoned. Thus a one begins to uffer vertigointhe
~lyperSpace of endless contextualization possibilities, one can-and mu t-
Immediately return to a more proximate et of contexts or wrap aroundthe
comforting structure of the skeleton of warranted a ertibility.
A .couple of final, highly conjectural points about Hypertext and historical
analy is. It is po sible to imagine the concept of authorial intention becoming
bett~r reopeeted, Or at least asserted with some seriou ness, once our civilization
begins writing in a Hypertextual mode. To be sure the issue of intention isoften
?ismiss.ed with a hrug as beside the point, damned by the fallacy of intention.
impossible to establish, or simply uninteresting. Writing in a Hypertextmode
rnighr allow the proce s of creation, from note cards, to drafts, to random
thoughts, to in ights not pursued at a certai n point,-all of them could be linked
to the complex process of creating the text. Paths followed and for aken,nodata
or even text consulted would be unavailable to the biographer or analystwho
could have acce s to the author's computer memory. Thi would not haveto
freeze the im perati ve that Harlan and Foucaul t celebrate to do what theymu tto
the t~xt or author in the name of present needs and the imaginative imperative.
But If the author composed hi or her work in the Hypertext mode, it mightgive
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ofcrealion) that might control some of the more spirited or uninhibited readings
thatareoffered in the name of a better understanding of the text. It might limit the
hubri ofover-int rprerati n that Urnbcrto Eco and others find 0 perplexing, Or,
converely, it might simply spell out in the clearest fa. hion the utter incompara-
bility,the ineffability of th reative process, a process so quicksilver that even
Hypertextcann t follow the paths, establ i h the links with clarity and comprehen-
ion.
Finally, and thi point should not be pushed 100 much, the experience of
Hypertet a my engineer friend noted, might prove, like the gusty pronounce-
mentsoftheopen text of Jacques Derrida or the endlcs contingencies of Barbara
Hemtein- mith, r th spiraling r d script ions of Rorty, to be a bit tiring in the
end,With the exception of a few theorists, most academic and normal people.
Isuspect,when presented with the imperative n t only to be creative but also to
leerablind path through a mass of data will actually long fortheold day, of the
unified,authoritative voice, f narrativ history with a beginning, middle, and end
asAri toile fir t theorized.I do not want to engage in no talgia or regre sian here,
forHypertext will not all w us, nor should it, to r turn to sorn unproblematic
textual den, We have already eaten the Apple (Macintosh, of course), but the
questionremain, open if the sin is t b punished r rewarded. The Hypertext
Worldmay be a heaven as much a a hell. And it may, in any case, make us more
waryofth co lof ab lute fr edom and more willing t respect conventions that
atleastallow u to a imi late knowledge at a pace that would not overwhelm an
Einstein.
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